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County Agent’s Notes:

June 11, 2001

Hornworms; the plague of tomato growers…..
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Most tomato growers have experienced the disappointment of having beautiful plants
devoured virtually overnight by the camouflaged eating machine we know as the tomato
hornworm. If you have not examined your plants in the last day or two you had better go right
now and do so because these monsters have begun their annual feast.
Actually, there are two different species of worms that we find feeding on our tomato
plants. One is truly the tomato hornworm, but the other is the tobacco hornworm. These two
worms are very similar in size, color, and markings, however the tobacco hornworm differs
slightly in ways only a bugologist (entomologist) would notice.
These insects are in the order Lepidoptera which includes all the butterflies and moths,
and they are members of the insect family Sphingidae. The worm is the larval stage of the
insect, but the adult stage is a moth we commonly refer to as either the "hawk” or “sphinx” moth
that is so large as to be confused with hummingbirds when in flight. Their wings are mottled
gray, and their bodies are marked with two lines of yellow spots.
Moths generally lay their eggs at night, usually on the underside of leaves in the upper
portion of plants. The eggs are round to oval shaped, and vary in color from green to white.
These eggs hatch about three to five days after being laid, and the tiny larvae begin to feed
almost immediately.
Other members of the “sphinx” moth family are the catalpa worm which is prized for its
ability to attract catfish to a hook, and the silkworm which produces the fine fibers which have
for centuries been woven into cloth. Most worms in the family Sphingidae favor a particular
plant or family of plants for feeding. Tomato and tobacco hornworms feed on tobacco, tomato,
peppers, and weeds like horsenettle; all in the “nightshade” family. Catalpa worms feed on the
catalpa tree, and silkworms feed on the mulberry.
These worms grow to large proportions, often reaching three to four inches in length, and
their appetites fit their size. A half dozen large hornworms can ruin a tomato plant in just a
couple of days, defoliating it so completely that the plant is only a skeleton of stems.
Many gardeners try to pick the huge larvae from their plants, but often fail to find all of
them because their color perfectly matches the plant. Some people are actually afraid to touch
the worms because of their size and the appearance of the sharp horn on their rear ends. The
horn is of course harmless, but it does look bad.
A better way of controlling the tomato hornworm is to apply the biological material Bt,
which is sold under several names including Dipel and Thuracide. Bt should be applied at the
first notice of damage, or at the first sighting of the moths around outdoor lights. When the
larvae consumes Bt it will quickly become sick and stop eating, and will die within a day or two.

Another control method is to cover tomato plants with a net to prevent the moth from
laying eggs on the plant. Be careful to keep the net several inches away from leaves since the
moth may actually lay eggs through the net if it touches the plant.
These pests have natural enemies that prey on them, but unfortunately the predators
normally arrive a little too late to be of much help to gardeners. Bt is not harmful to these
natural predators however, so they may be of some value. You can see these predators at work
when you notice a hornworm with a row of white eggs on its back; these are the eggs of a wasp
which will hatch and kill the worm. When you see a hornworm carrying these you may want to
let it live to allow the wasps to reproduce and multiply in your garden.
You might try picking the worms off and going fishing. If they are as good for bait as
their catalpa cousins you may come home with catfish to serve with your tomatoes. Who knows,
the worms may be as valuable as the tomatoes…not. Let me know if this works; I might get
another story out of this worm.

